Close encounters: contact-dependent interactions in bacteria.
Bacterial cells interact extensively within and between species. These interactions can be divided into those that rely on diffusible factors and those that depend on direct cell-to-cell contacts. An example of a contact-dependent interaction is the transfer of lipoproteins between Myxococcus xanthus cells that leads to transient stimulation of motility in certain motility mutants. In this issue of Molecular Microbiology, Wei et al. (2011) provide mechanistic insights into this contact-dependent transfer of lipoproteins. Briefly, a heterologous protein fused to a type II (lipoprotein) signal sequence that targets the protein to the outer membrane is required and sufficient for transfer. Moreover, evidence is provided that transfer may depend on specific contacts between donor and recipient cells. The data demonstrate that lipoprotein transfer in M. xanthus is not restricted to a few odd motility proteins but could be a wide-spread phenomenon in M. xanthus and possibly other bacteria. Recent years have been fruitful in identifying contact-dependent interactions between bacterial cells. These interactions can be grouped into those that involve delivery of cargo to a recipient and those that seem to be involved in cell-to-cell signalling. Several contact-dependent interactions involve widely conserved proteins, suggesting that cell contact-dependent processes may be widespread among bacteria.